Since the 1960s considerable attention has been given to the paucity of blacks in the profession of political science. While the number of blacks in the profession increased in the early 1970s, more recently, there has been a precipitous decline in the number of blacks entering graduate school and receiving a Ph.D. in political science. To increase the number of blacks in the profession, some graduate degree granting departments undertook various initiatives, such as: setting aside financial aid for black students; introducing flexible admission standards; and participating in the American Political Science Association Black Fellows Program.
But all the evidence continued to indicate a significant retrogression in the recruitment and retention of black political science graduate students over the past decade. Clearly, the ad hoc, uncoordinated efforts of the past to increase the proportion of blacks in the profession had failed to achieve their goal. Under the leadership of APSA Presidents Philip Converse and Richard F. Fenno, Jr., the APSA and its Committee on the Status of Blacks concluded that a coordinated, discipline-wide program to attract potential graduate students and prepare them for the graduate experience was required. Thus, the idea for a Summer Institute for Blacks in Political Science was born.
The School of Public Policy and Urban Affairs of Southern University and the Department of Political Science of Louisiana State University, submitted a joint proposal for a six-week summer institute for college juniors about to enter their senior year, which would expose them to the best of the profession and encourage them to pursue academic careers in political science. This institute was to be funded on a multi-year basis to ensure a continuing flow of graduate students into political science over the next decade. To begin, LSU and Southern committed themselves to a minimum of two summers, and the Ford Foundation agreed to provide funds to support the institute.
The purposes of the six-week institute were: (1) to socialize students in the profession; (2) to enhance the academic skills of students; (3) to prepare the participants to take the Graduate Record Examinations; (3) to encourage the students to pursue a graduate degree in political science; (4) to inform students of the career opportunities for political scientists; and (5) to provide a medium for departments of political science to recruit black students into their graduate programs.
Recruitment of participants for the Institute began in April at the annual meeting of the National Conference of Black Political Scientists. President Michael Preston made a formal announcement informing the membership of the institute's rationale, objectives and general procedures. Brochures and applications were distributed to the conference membership and subsequently mailed to all four-year colleges and universities by the national office of the APSA. Twenty-five finalists were selected from among 65 applicants by a national selection committee chaired by APSA Executive Director Thomas E. Mann, who also served as project director. The participants were selected on the basis of academic transcripts, letters of recommendation, and a short essay indicating their reasons for wanting to attend the institute.
To achieve the objective of encouraging the students to pursue a graduate degree in political science, the Summer Institute invited successful political scientistsblack and white, male and female-to make presentations to the students. Interaction with some of the top political scientists in the profession undoubtedly had a positive impact on the students. In addition, top black graduate students were brought in to meet with the group and discuss their experiences. Additionally, the graduate recruiters of 1 5 major Ph.D.-granting institutions came to Baton Rouge to meet with the participants and recruit them for their programs.
Two courses were taught by LSU and Southern faculty members Ronald Weber and Njeri Jackson, with guest lectures by additional members of both departments. The courses were:
Contemporary Political Issues: Scope and Methods in Political Science
This course focused on fundamental concepts and techniques of political analysis, including research design and empirical methodology. It provided the APSA Summer Institute students with an introduction to the political science profession, the various approaches used by political scientists to study political phenomena, and the techniques employed in the scientific study of politics. The students learned how political scientists pose research questions, how they design research projects to answer these questions, and how they use empirical evidence and quantitative techniques to broaden our understanding of political phenomena.
Each student was required to write several short reaction papers during the course of the summer term. These papers were assigned on a regular basis and were due at the next class session. Throughout the summer term, the students were assigned a series of exercises and small projects appropriate to the subject under consideration. These exercises and projects were handed in at each class period for evaluation and were returned at the next class meeting.
Problems in American Politics
Five subject areas that typify the problems of contemporary political inquiry were investigated: the problem of conceptualization; foreign policy and international relations; racism and sexism; ecological and environmental issues; and military policy. The students were required to identify an issue or problem related to one of the topic areas and to submit a weekly summation of any events or new information appearing in the media related to the topic. Each summary was evaluated on the basis of the clarity of the essay, familiarity with the issue, and cogency of the analysis. Based on the summaries, new questions were posed and additional readings suggested to help students prepare for a required group presentation.
The students were also required to take a readings examination based on required texts. Additionally, each student submitted a critical review of one of four assigned books. The examinations, weekly summaries, group presentations, critical reviews, and class participation comprised the basis of the students' grades. Students were given an evaluation form that summarized points learned and offered suggestions regarding their academic strengths and weaknesses.
The purpose of this rigorous approach was to give the students an indication of the work load and expectations of graduate level education and to provide them with a sense of the relevance and excitement of political science as a career.
Special Events
Special events included visits by nationally prominent political scientists, representatives of the Graduate Record Examination board, graduate recruiters from major universities in the nation, a visit to New Orleans to meet with prominent political and judicial figures; a welcoming reception; and a closing banquet. Spikes, Vice Chancellor for Academic Affairs, Southern University.
Evaluation
To determine the extent to which the institute had reached its goals, two questionnaires were submitted to the students. The first during the initial week and the second during the sixth and final week of the program.
Overwhelmingly, the students gave the institute very high marks. The institute fellows were highly complimentary of both the courses. For example, when asked, "How did the courses in the Institute compare in usefulness with other courses you have taken?" 25% responded that the courses were much more useful, 40% said more useful, and 35% rated the courses about the same. It is particularly noteworthy that none of the students found the courses less useful or much less useful than previous courses they had taken.
Among the students, graduate school recruiters also fared well. Ninety percent indicated that the sessions with the graduate school recruiters were very beneficial or beneficial, and only 10% rated them somewhat beneficial or not beneficial. With respect to their overall experience with the institute, 90% of the students rated their experience as excellent or good, only 10% concluded that their experience was fair or poor.
The institute also had an impact upon the students' views of political science as a discipline and their views of political science as a career choice. In response to the query: "Has your attitude toward political science changed?" 70% indicated that they now had a more positive view. Similarly, when asked, "How has the Institute changed your views of political science as a discipline?" the vast majority of the responses indicated that the change was positive. The following responses represent a sampling.
Before [the Institute], I didn't see political science as a true discipline, but only as a means to pre-law studies. Now, I see it as a discipline that is truly one, and one that demands respect.
The [Summer Institute] has opened up my eyes to the wide range of work available to a political scientist.
Since I'm not a political science major, of course, I've learned a lot about the discipline. It is a demanding one and can be a fulfilling one.
[The Institute] had a profound effect upon me. I now realize how important it is for black students to enter the field of political science.
[The Institute] has given me a desire to become a political scientist concerned with the advancement of blacks in achieving more out of the American political system.
The impact of the institute ultimately will be determined by the degree to which the students were persuaded to pursue graduate education in political science. On this issue, the results of the questionnaire might be instructive. On both questionnaires, the students were asked, "As of today, what is your career choice?" The choices were law school, graduate studies in political science, undecided, and governmental service. On the first questionnaire, 12% of the students anticipated graduate studies in political science. Six weeks later, at the time of the second questionnaire 4 5 % indicated that they intended to pursue graduate studies in political science.
An important element of the institute was the visit by graduate recruiters from 1 5 graduate institutions. The concerns of the participants that emerged during their discussions with the recruiters were the quality of the graduate programs; the existence of financial aid; the subfields of specialization available in the respective departments; the departments' records of graduate study by minority students; the quality of campus life for minority students; and the presence of minority faculty.
The work of the institute will not stop with the summer session. There is an intensive follow-up program to ensure that the students take the GREs and apply to graduate programs in the fall. The students will also be tracked beyond graduation to determine the long-term career patterns of the participants.
The Summer Institute will be held again
